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Abstract

Hurricane Katrina created a catastrophe in the city of New Orleans when the storm surge caused 

the levee system to fail on August 29, 2005. The destruction of housing displaced hundreds of 

thousands of residents for varying lengths of time, often permanently. It also revealed gaps in our 

knowledge of how population is recovered after a disaster causes widespread destruction of urban 

infrastructure, housing and workplaces, and how mechanisms driving housing recovery often 

produce unequal social, spatial and temporal population recovery. In this article, I assemble social, 

spatial and temporal explanatory frameworks for housing and population recovery and then review 

research on mobility – both evacuation and migration – after Hurricane Katrina. The review 

reveals a need for a comprehensive social, spatial and temporal framework for explaining 

inequality in population recovery and displacement. It also shows how little is known about in-

migrants and permanent out-migrants after a disaster.
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Introduction

Hurricanes Katrina and Rita provided scholars concerned with long-term disaster recovery a 

wealth of data about population mobility caused by extreme weather events, especially in 

the first year after the disaster. Since then, most data collection efforts have ended and little 

is known about the flows of in- and out-migrants and even less about the long-term 

displaced, even though migration drove New Orleans’ population recovery. This gap in 

knowledge about disaster-induced migration differentials was noted by the National 

Research Council Committee on Disaster Research in the Social Sciences (2006, p. 80): “A 

few studies have examined highly aggregated data that could only discern net migration, not 

in-migration and out-migration separately. Thus, research is needed to assess the extent to 

which households decide to leave after disaster and the ways in which these migrating 

households differ from those who remain as well as from the in-migrants who replace 

them.” The goal of this chapter is to review the research on population mobility and 
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recovery in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina in order to assess knowledge of long-term 

disaster recovery has been improved and where gaps remain.

To accomplish this task, I restrict my review to the recovery of the population of the city of 

New Orleans and, to a lesser extent, the surrounding metropolitan area, and to those who 

were displaced from the city. Analyses of other urban places along the Gulf Coast that were 

affected by Hurricane Katrina were unlike New Orleans in many ways, making it 

challenging to incorporate them into a narrative about urban population displacement and 

recovery. There are also empirical limits on what can be said about the long-term displaced 

residents of New Orleans because they relocated throughout the U.S., making it impossible 

to generalize about their current locations and experiences of incorporation.

The Disaster and Its Effects on Population

Hurricane Katrina made landfall just east of New Orleans on August 29, 2005. The 

mandatory evacuation order issued the day before required that all residents leave the city. 

About 70 percent of the approximately 452,000 residents in the city of New Orleans in 2005 

– whose borders are the same as Orleans Parish2 – evacuated on their own in anticipation of 

Katrina’s landfall (Elliott & Pais, 2006). After Katrina’s storm surge breached the levee 

system, flooding 70 percent of the occupied housing units in the below-sea-level city, most 

remaining residents were evacuated under the auspices of the Federal Emergency 

Management Agency (FEMA). Nearly all residents except for emergency personnel and a 

few renegades vacated the devastated city throughout September 2005. Residents’ returns 

were impeded by storm debris on the roadways, lack of utility services and floodwater, 

which reached the rooftops of single story houses in some neighborhoods. The “dewatering” 

of the below-sea-level city took six weeks and was prolonged when Hurricane Rita added 

rain to the floodwaters on September 25 (Kates et al., 2006). Widespread housing damage 

prevented residents’ returns: 71.5 percent of the 188,251 housing units in Orleans were 

damaged, with 55.9 percent having major or severe damage (U.S. Department of Homeland 

Security, 2006). Residents’ returns early on were determined by neighborhood flood depths 

and the extent of damage to their homes and neighborhoods, and later by the provision of 

rebuilding assistance both to individuals and to the City (Fussell, Sastry, & VanLandingham, 

2010; Groen & Polivka, 2010; Seidman, 2013).

Based on historical case studies of post-disaster reconstruction, Kates and his colleagues 

(2006) extrapolated a time-line for New Orleans’ reconstruction. They use the length of the 

emergency period – which lasted from the disaster event until the flood waters were 

removed 6 weeks later – to project the duration of the restoration and reconstruction periods, 

with each period lasting about 10 times longer than the previous. They estimated that the 

restoration period – in which the built environment is made functional – would last 60 weeks 

and the reconstruction period – in which the built environment is rebuilt, replaced or 

improved – would last between 8 and 11 years. Three years after Hurricane Katrina, when 

the reconstruction period was well underway, Colten and his colleagues (2008) altered the 

2Louisiana parishes are equivalent to counties. I use the terms “city of New Orleans” and “Orleans Parish” interchangeably because 
they identify the same place.
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recovery timeline by shortening the restoration period to reflect the strong commitment of 

federal resources and by lengthening the reconstruction period due to conflicts over the 

processes and goals of reconstruction. Whether New Orleans’ recovery can ever be declared 

complete is stymied by the fact that no recovery goals by which to measure progress were 

ever agreed upon (Comfort, et al., 2010; Olshansky et al., 2008). To date, neighborhood 

recovery of housing and population varies widely, leading some to declare the housing 

recovery a secondary disaster (Adams, 2013; Gill, 2007; Kaiser Family Foundation, 2010; 

Seidman, 2013).

The population dimension of recovery began as soon as residents were allowed back into the 

city to take stock of their homes and possessions. Three population estimates dated 

December 3–4, 2005, January 1, 2006, and January 28–29, 2006 found that the increase in 

population over this two month period corresponds with “the return of utility services in 

most areas during December and the reopening of major universities and some primary and 

secondary schools in January” (Stone et al., 2007). The last of these rapid population counts 

estimated the city-wide population to be 210,000 (± 20,900), or about 37 percent of the 

484,600 residents enumerated in the 2000 Census. This estimate included only residents 

who planned to spend 15 of the next 30 nights in a sampled home or in group quarters such 

as hotels, cruise ships or college dormitories. When the daytime residential population was 

included – friends, family, and workers who planned to spend two hours or more in the 

dwelling – the population estimate was 262,200 (± 33,500), or about 54 percent of the 2000 

population. The difference between the resident and daytime population reflects daily 

population mobility at this time, as many residents rebuilt their homes but were unable to 

live in them. By July 2006, the U.S. Census estimated New Orleans’ population to be 

223,000 (Frey, Singer, & Park, 2007), although different estimation methods produce higher 

and lower figures (Plyer, Bonaguro, & Hodges, 2009). As repairs to urban infrastructure, 

businesses and residences were completed, New Orleans became one of the fastest growing 

U.S. cities with annual growth rates peaking at 17 percent between 2006 and 2007 and 

tapering to 1 percent between 2013 and 2014, as seen in Figure 1. However, this rapid 

growth of New Orleans’ population masks the inequality in population recovery, which is 

certainly connected to inequality in housing recovery.

Explaining Inequality in Population Recovery

The post-World War II origins of sociological disaster research focused researchers’ 

attention on social responses to the emergencies created by hazard events, but a disciplinary 

shift from functionalist to structuralist approaches refocused it on the pre-disaster political 

and economic conditions creating unequal vulnerability to natural and anthropogenic 

hazards (Bolin & Stanford, 1998; Wisner et al., 2004). Hurricane Katrina made a strong case 

for the value of a vulnerability approach in disaster research (Tierney, 2007). The 

vulnerability framework posits that economic, demographic and political processes affecting 

the distribution of resources among groups of people produce vulnerability to natural 

hazards which, in combination with a hazard, create a disaster (Wisner et al., 2004, p. 52). 

The Matthew effect (Merton, 1968) is a guiding hypothesis in this approach: Pre-disaster 

inequality is exacerbated by differentials in disaster impacts and institutional and social 

responses. This hypothesis is based on observational studies of changes that occur between 
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pre-disaster normal life, the emergency period and the recovery of normal life. However, 

most disaster research focuses on the short-term emergency response because both scholarly 

and public attention tends to fade with time. To identify mechanisms that produce long-term 

inequality in disaster recovery, more research is needed that spans the emergency period and 

follows all affected residents for multiple years.3

The Matthew effect is also produced when disasters create attractive opportunities, 

especially for government planners and community members interested in “building back 

better” and for business elites who seek to take advantage of redevelopment opportunities in 

devastated areas (Birkmann et al., 2010; Klein, 2008; Olshansky et al., 2008; Vale & 

Campanella, 2005). Local governments are best positioned to invest in local development if 

substantial external funds are directed toward the recovery, national and local leaders 

support recovery efforts, an urban development or disaster recovery plan already exists and 

community residents participate in the recovery process (Haas et al., 1977; Seidman, 2013).4 

Private land developers and construction firms also grow as a result of the newly released 

capital resources. In contrast, the groups that experienced the greatest losses are least well 

positioned to take advantage of emergent opportunities. Unequal investments are most 

starkly apparent in housing recovery, a critical pre-condition for population recovery 

(Comerio, 1998). Disasters tend to disproportionately damage rental and low-income 

housing, which also tend to be rebuilt more slowly, if at all, while owner-occupied housing 

is typically repaired and rebuilt quickly (Bolin & Stanford, 1998; Comerio, 1998; Fothergill 

& Peek, 2004; Fothergill et al., 1999; Peacock et al., 2014; Zhang & Peacock, 2010). This 

“homeowner bias” in post-disaster housing recovery is attributed to the more efficient 

delivery of insurance payments and federal disaster assistance to homeowners.

Hurricane Katrina motivated scholars to build explanatory frameworks for the social, spatial 

and temporal variability observed during the recovery. Olshansky and colleagues (2012) 

argue that a disaster produces sudden and intense demand for capital replacement, such as 

home and business construction and repair of utilities and urban infrastructure, demand 

which varies only slightly during normal times. This temporal compression of demand for 

capital replacement competes with other more deliberate and less profitable collective goals, 

such as building affordable housing, improving neighborhoods and mitigating hazards 

(Olshansky & Chang, 2009). The capacity of market-based insurance companies to deliver 

payments to homeowners, and homeowners’ own savings, gives homeowners a decisive 

advantage in this competition. Several factors slow the recovery of rental housing, 

particularly affordable and multi-unit rental housing: (1) original construction materials for 

rental units, particularly multi-unit buildings, are often low quality and poorly maintained 

and therefore subject to greater damage; (2) costs of repair are greater and disaster assistance 

typically becomes available later for rental properties owners; and (3) owners may try to 

make their properties more profitable by upgrading or repurposing them (Comerio, 1998). In 

this way, temporal compression accounts for some of the variation in timing of housing 

3For more on socioeconomic characteristics in New Orleans and their facilitation of post-disaster crime in the short and long term, see 
Frailing, Harper and Serpas’ article in this issue.
4For more on participation of elites in building resiliency in the long term, see Hobor’s article in this issue.
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recovery, promoting the return of more socioeconomically advantaged homeowners over 

socioeconomically disadvantaged renters.

Spatial variation in housing recovery depends on neighborhood property values and a 

neighborhoods’ proximity to valuable cultural and economic features. Pais and Elliott 

(2008) characterize the sociopolitical ecology of disaster recovery as a “recovery machine” 

– a coalition of pro-growth business elites and local politicians with substantial material 

interests in local economic development who capitalize on the in-flow of federal and private 

insurance money after a disaster. They analyze four regions affected by “billion-dollar” 

hurricanes in the early 1990s and find that although populations and housing stock tend to 

increase, this growth is not evenly distributed. In the severely affected areas, population 

growth occurs disproportionately among socioeconomically advantaged groups, specifically 

non-Hispanic whites and older adults, while in the less affected areas population growth is 

produced by in-migration of socioeconomically disadvantaged groups, such as racial 

minorities and low-income households. Similarly, Peacock et al. (2014) found that after 

Hurricanes Andrew and Ike owner-occupied housing and housing in higher-income 

neighborhoods suffered less damage and recovered more quickly, while multifamily housing 

(often rental housing) recovers more slowly and is susceptible to turnover and repurposing. 

This spatial unevenness complements the temporal variability in housing recovery, and 

hence, population recovery.

Because of these inequalities in housing and population recovery, I expect that social, 

temporal and spatial inequalities will also be observable in population mobility after a 

hazard event. Three types of mobility may occur: evacuation and in- or out-migration. 

Evacuation occurs in anticipation of the primary hurricane hazards (wind, precipitation, 

storm surge and flooding) or in response to the hurricane’s primary and secondary hazards 

(power loss, residential damage and destruction). While pre-event evacuation protects 

people against primary hazard impacts, their homes are exposed to both primary and 

secondary hazards and therefore at risk of damage. Typically evacuations last only days or 

weeks, but may be longer if displaced residents lose access to housing. The complete 

evacuation of New Orleans and the widespread loss of access to housing after Hurricane 

Katrina was unusual and meant that the in-migration or return decision occurred from the 

evacuation destination. More commonly, housing is damaged but habitable, and residents 

decide whether to stay and rebuild in the disaster-affected area. In either case, the decision is 

informed by access to resources and the benefits, costs and perceived risks of continued 

residence in the disaster-affected place, although poverty often immobilizes people in a post-

disaster location since any migration is costly (Black et al., 2013). In the case of Hurricane 

Katrina, the scale of population displacement and the duration of housing recovery revealed 

the limits of existing frameworks for understanding variation in population mobility after a 

disaster.

Vulnerability to Displacement: Evacuation and Migration Outcomes After 

Hurricane Katrina

New Orleans’ residents were unequally vulnerable to disaster-driven mobility long before 

Hurricane Katrina ever formed. Land development patterns and the clustered nature of 
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human settlements exposed some sociodemographic groups to greater flood risk 

(Campanella, 2006; Logan, 2006). Social vulnerability complements this place vulnerability 

because residents of more vulnerable places are often socially marginalized groups with 

fewer resources to prepare for and cope with disaster impacts (Cutter et al., 2006; Finch, 

Emrich, & Cutter, 2010; Laska & Morrow, 2006/7). These socially vulnerable groups are 

often low-income households and individuals, women and members of female-headed 

households with children and racial and ethnic minorities (Enarson, 2012; Fothergill et al., 

1999; Fothergill & Peek, 2004; Peacock et al., 2014; Thornton and Voigt, 2012). Using a 

place-based social vulnerability index, Cutter and her colleagues (2003) show that New 

Orleans was one of the most socially vulnerable Katrina-affected counties or parishes with 

substantial variation within the city (Cutter et al., 2006; Finch et al., 2010). Socially 

vulnerable census tracts had higher scores on measures of socioeconomic disadvantage (e.g., 

percentages of African American residents, poor households, service sector employees, 

unemployed, women, children under age 5 or women in the labor force) and housing 

disadvantage (percentage of high density housing units, high housing unit density and 

renters) (Finch et al., 2010). Although these factors suggest the underlying processes 

generating hazard vulnerability, they do not expose the mechanisms through which hazards 

produce housing and population loss or population mobility.

Unequal Resources and Evacuation Outcomes: To Seek Shelter or Shelter 

in Place?

Media images gave the impression that those who did not evacuate prior to the flood were 

disproportionately impoverished African Americans. Social scientists complicated this 

picture: race, class, age, gender, family statuses and social network composition 

significantly differentiated the evacuation timing of Gulf Coast residents (Elliott & Pais, 

2006; Fussell, 2006; Groen & Polivka, 2010; Haney et al., 2010; Thiede & Brown, 2013). 

For example, a Gallup survey of adult evacuees registered with the Red Cross conducted one 

month after Hurricane Katrina found that 70 percent of New Orleanians had evacuated 

before the storm, 25 percent evacuated during or after the storm, and 5 percent never 

evacuated. Low-income residents and men were more likely to have evacuated during or 

after the Hurricane, while African Americans were the majority of the small group who 

never evacuated. One of the most important factors that was not measured by any surveys 

was access to transportation: in 2005, 26 percent of New Orleans households did not own a 

vehicle compared to just nine percent for the nation (U.S. Census, 2005a). Consistent with 

the vulnerability approach, those with more resources –geographically diverse social 

networks, higher incomes, more education and access to transportation – evacuated before 

the storm hit, and those with the fewest resources sheltered in place or in shelters of last 

resort.

Risk perception and response are also important in understanding why people may not have 

evacuated, although these are correlated with lack of resources (Trainor, Donner, & Torres, 

2006). A pre-Katrina survey of New Orleans residents assessing their evacuation intentions 

found that after accounting for risk perception, prior evacuation experience and attention to 

weather-related warnings, there were no socioeconomic differences (Burnside, Miller, & 
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Rivera, 2007). A Gallup survey of Katrina evacuees registered with the Red Cross, as close 

to a representative sample as is possible in a post-disaster scenario, found that 49 percent of 

New Orleanians who did not evacuate said they did not think that the hurricane would be as 

bad as it was and 21 percent reported they lacked finances or a car that would have allowed 

them to evacuate (Pais & Elliott, 2006). A more disadvantaged group of Katrina evacuees 

surveyed in Houston area shelters found that half had not heard an evacuation order or had 

heard an order that lacked clear instructions. The main reasons given by those who did not 

evacuate prior to the storm for not leaving were the lack of a car or another way to leave (34 

percent), underestimating how bad the storm would be (28 percent) or being 

physicallyunable or caring for someone physically unable to leave (12 percent) (Brodie et 

al., 2006). Evidently, risk perception and resource shortages combined to prevent 

compliance with the pre-disaster mandatory evacuation order.

Risk perception is influenced by the fact that New Orleans residents had experienced 

hurricane warnings before, with many close calls and non-events but very rarely a direct hit. 

Further, it was not the weather event itself but the flood caused by the failure of the levees 

that launched so many evacuees on housing trajectories involving multiple combinations of 

short-term, long-term, replacement and reconstructed housing (Levine, Esnard, & Sapat, 

2007). The 1.2 million residents who fled their homes overwhelmed governmental capacity 

to provide emergency shelter and transition those whose homes were damaged or destroyed 

into temporary shelters and housing. The Gallup survey of evacuees gives a sense of 

residents’ different post-disaster housing trajectories one month after the storm. At this point 

most emergency shelters had closed and shelter residents had transitioned to other housing. 

Among New Orleanians, 42 percent were in someone else’s home, 53 percent were in an 

apartment, hotel, or shelter and only five percent were in their pre-Katrina home (Pais & 

Elliott, 2006). The implications of these post-disaster housing trajectories for a range of 

post-disaster outcomes – mental and physical health, employment, children’s well-being and 

education – is an area in which more research is needed to inform the redesign of sheltering 

and replacement housing policies (Levine, Esnar, & Sapat, 2007; Mitchell, Esnard, & Sapat, 

2011).

Unequal Resources and Migration Outcomes: Return or Resettle?

The social, spatial and temporal dimensions of the potential for return is succinctly 

illustrated in the reopening of New Orleans’ neighborhoods. In September 2006, after 

watching their city flood, displaced New Orleanians learned they would not be allowed to 

return home until the government declared their neighborhood for open for occupancy. 

Neighborhood reopenings depended on the amount of flood and wind damage and the 

duration of debris removal and utility restoration and, perhaps most importantly, the 

resolution of highly political planning decisions about neighborhood investments 

(Olshansky et al., 2008). Consequently, timing of return migration coincided with spatial 

variability in housing recovery and social vulnerability. The first neighborhoods reopened 

were also least damaged neighborhoods that tended to be located in the sliver of high ground 

near the Mississippi River, where property values were high and more socially advantaged 

residents concentrated; the last to be reopened were the low-lying and less valuable 

neighborhoods closer to Lake Ponchartrain, where more socially disadvantaged populations 
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resided. Two notable exceptions to this pattern were the majority African American and 

low-income Lower Ninth Ward, which although close to the Mississippi River, was 

inundated when the Industrial Canal levee broke, and the majority white, high-income 

Lakeview neighborhood near Lake Ponchartrain, which suffered deep floods. Despite these 

exceptions, residents’ returns were stratified by neighborhood socioeconomic 

characteristics, flood depth and housing damage (Finch, Emrich, & Cutter, 2010; Kamel, 

2012; Wang, Tang, & Wang, 2014).

The same multi-dimensional dynamic played out in the dispersal of private and public 

homeowners’ insurance funds. Homeowners with private insurance received payments 

relatively quickly and reliably so they could confidently make decisions about rebuilding or 

relocating. In contrast, the federal disaster assistance distributed to homeowners through 

Louisiana’s Road Home Program (RHP) were only dispersed several years after the disaster 

with relatively meager grant amounts determined through convoluted and evolving rules 

(U.S. GAO, 2010). Briefly, the RHP provided up to $150,000 per damaged home with funds 

to be used for rebuilding and flood mitigation or to compensate homeowners who chose to 

sell their properties to a state land trust and relocate (very few homeowners chose this 

option). The grant amounts for rebuilding depended on the lesser of two amounts: the cost of 

rebuilding the damaged home or the pre-storm value of the property. Consequently, 

homeowners in neighborhoods with lower property values received smaller grants even 

though their homes would cost as much to rebuild as a comparable home in a neighborhood 

with higher values (Green & Olshansky, 2012).

The housing recovery process for renters was also stratified on all three dimensions, 

although the spatial dimension extended well beyond New Orleans and the metropolitan 

area. For renters, there are three ways to lose housing access after a disaster (Comerio, 

1998). First, rental housing tends to be lower quality and therefore more susceptible to 

damage that prevents re-occupancy. Second, re-occupancy is prohibited if a landlord cannot 

repair damage in a timely fashion, which may occur due to insufficient funds or a decision to 

upgrade the property. Finally, loss of rental housing units and increased demand in New 

Orleans inflated rental housing costs and made relocation to more affordable housing 

markets attractive, especially for low-income renters. Because 50 percent of New Orleans’ 

occupied housing units were rented in 2004, these dynamics influenced much of the 

population loss, especially for socially vulnerable groups that are more likely to rent: 57 

percent of African American householders rented, 81 percent of householders with below 

poverty incomes rented, 62 percent of female headed householders rented and 87 percent of 

female headed householders with below poverty incomes rented (U.S. Census, 2005b). 

Residents of subsidized rental housing – who were mostly female-headed householders and 

their children – lost access to affordable housing when the Housing Authority of New 

Orleans decided to redevelop four large public housing complexes for mixed income 

housing developments (Mitchell, Esnard, & Sapat, 2012). Thus, temporal compression in the 

New Orleans rental housing market channeled the most vulnerable renters out of the city and 

made their potential for return contingent on the small, slow-growing supply of affordable 

rental housing. In short, both homeowners and renters experienced socially, spatially and 

temporally stratified processes of permanent housing re-occupancy or replacement, with the 

most vulnerable experiencing the slowest return rates or never returning.5
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These dynamics are reflected in New Orleans’ demographic composition in the first year 

after Hurricane Katrina. By mid-year 2006, New Orleans’ population was older, more 

educated and less poor, with fewer renters and fewer households with children. Out-

migrating households differed in their destinations according to their demographics: non-

Hispanic whites, higher-income households, older adults (40+) and native Louisianans 

tended to relocate closer, often within the metropolitan area, while non-Hispanic African 

Americans, lower-income households, younger adults (25–39) and non-native Louisianans 

tended to move further away, to places like Harris and Dallas counties in Texas (Frey et al., 

2007; Sastry & Gregory, 2014). Furthermore, non-African American and college-educated 

residents returned sooner, over half within the first four months after Hurricane Katrina, 

compared to African Americans and residents without a college degree, for whom only half 

had returned by 14 months (Fussell et al., 2010). After the first anniversary of Hurricane 

Katrina, it became more difficult to identify pre-Katrina residents in federal data sources and 

so less is known about the locations and characteristics of pre-Katrina New Orleans 

residents; however, rapid growth in the city’s size and trends toward the approximate pre-

Katrina age, sex, and racial composition suggests that displaced residents have continued to 

return. Most analyses after the first year focus on differentials in neighborhood repopulation, 

capturing the social, spatial, and temporal dimensions of recovery, but do not focus on the 

individual-level determinants of return migration.

Differentials in neighborhood population recovery remained large as reconstruction 

proceeded. In 2008, more socially vulnerable pre-Katrina neighborhoods still had greater 

population losses, and the newly available homeowner rebuilding assistance grants did not 

appear to be speeding up repopulation in more damaged neighborhoods (Finch et al., 2010). 

By 2010, those neighborhoods with the greatest population losses were those that had more 

pre-Katrina social vulnerability (minority populations, low-income households), more multi-

unit residences, rental units and subsidized housing, had experienced more housing damage, 

and had received lower levels of FEMA assistance (Kamel, 2012; Wang et al., 2014). These 

studies indicate that in the first five years after Hurricane Katrina, disaster assistance was not 

able to overcome the differential in recovery between more and less socially vulnerable 

neighborhoods. However, between 2010 and 2013, the fastest growing neighborhoods were 

those that had been slowest to recover in earlier years (Mack & Plyer, 2014). New analyses 

will reveal the processes driving this growth, such as the reopening of former public housing 

developments, the lagged effect of rebuilding assistance and neighborhood turnover and 

gentrification by new residents.

New residents were attracted to jobs and opportunities generated by the recovery economy 

and changed the sociodemographic composition of the city. Growth in the Latino population 

– from 3.1 percent in 2005 to 5.5 percent in 2013 – was driven mainly by the construction 

boom (Fussell, 2009). Other in-migrant groups were less easily identifiable by a particular 

demographic trait, although young professionals, artists and others were attracted by 

opportunities in the revitalized economy (Ehrenfeucht & Nelson, 2012). A 2010 survey 

found that nine percent of New Orleans residents had not been residents at the time of 

5For more on inequities in the post-Katrina rebuilding process in New Orleans, see Gotham’s article in this issue.
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Hurricane Katrina (Kaiser Family Foundation, 2010). In the years after Hurricane Katrina, 

in-migration to the city tended to originate in counties that had been tied to New Orleans 

through out-migration before the hurricane, suggesting that these counties had received and 

then returned many long-term displaced residents and provided new in-migrants (Fussell, 

Curtis, & DeWaard, 2014). Post-disaster in-migration of newcomers is even less well 

studied than long-term disaster recovery, so it is not certain whether these groups are 

exacerbating, mitigating or having no net effect on social inequality.

The out-migration of more vulnerable pre-Katrina residents is likely to have mitigated 

inequality by decreasing the proportion of low-income households in New Orleans. This 

may account for New Orleans becoming “older, whiter and wealthier” in the first year after 

Katrina, but we know little about the long-term displaced. We have some indication from a 

representative sample of pre-Katrina adult New Orleans residents which found that those 

who had out-migrated during the four years after Katrina had a different sociodemographic 

profile than voluntary movers in a national sample. New Orleans’ out-migrants were more 

likely to be African American and to have been unemployed in 2005 and were less likely to 

be young adults than were movers nationwide. Surprisingly, men and women were equally 

likely to have out-migrated from New Orleans and although New Orleans’ out-migrants 

more likely to be renters, this is also true among movers nationally, ceteris paribus (Rendall, 

Sastry, & Reeder, 2012). These findings diverge from the generalization that disaster-driven 

migrants are more likely to be female and renters, although they do support the contention 

that disaster-driven migrants are more likely to be minorities and economically 

disadvantaged. These differences may be due Katrina’s catastrophic proportions and the 

longer time frame of this study. Whatever the origin of the disparate findings, Hurricane 

Katrina has provided the data and impetus for researchers to untangle the spatial, temporal 

and socioeconomic dimensions of long-term population recovery and displacement.

Conclusion: Different Populations, Different Recoveries

New Orleans’ recovery of population and housing after Hurricane Katrina has tested 

generalizations about disaster impacts and recovery that were based on previous disasters. 

The vulnerability approach to understanding disaster impacts has informed much of the 

research agenda, yet it is difficult to draw robust conclusions given the methodological 

problems that plague disaster research, especially research seeking to make generalizations 

about population change. For example, only a few of the surveys have representative 

population samples, and those that do often lack the pre- and post-event measures and the 

types of measures needed to evaluate sources of variation in disaster impacts and recovery 

(Galea, Waxwell, & Norris, 2008). However, what is apparent from the literature on 

Hurricane Katrina is that the vulnerability approach is strengthened by sensitivity to spatial 

variation in disaster impacts and recovery as well as greater attention to temporal variation 

in recovery. A multidimensional – social, spatial and temporal – understanding of housing 

and population recovery after a disaster reveals that there are different mechanisms driving 

recovery for different segments of the population. By identifying these mechanisms, hazard 

mitigation and response and disaster recovery policies can be fine-tuned to meet the needs of 

different segments of the population without using socioeconomic categories – race, gender, 

age, income – as proxies for disaster recovery needs.
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Figure 1. 
Population change in Orleans Parish, 2000 to 2014
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